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My Photo History is growing rapidly but sometimes | feel that our forays into countries where we may not 
return to would benefit from a ‘blog’ as well as the myriad of photos | will undoubtedly take, so in con- 
junction they will provide us with some great memories when we are old and grey ...or in my case —‘older 
and greyer’. | will try to update it daily so the notes will reflect what we actually experience ‘warts and 
all’. It will not be a true picture if | sanitise it 


5.00am Monday 12" June 2017 —(London to Haneda {Tokyo} and Tokyo) ........... and the alarm did not 
need to ring its chirpy greeting as we were already pretty much awake. Yesterday, we had pretty well 


planned what we were taking (after many changes) because as we were travelling by train between our 
may stopovers we had decided to take just cabin cases plus one backpack. Believe me, that really focus- 
es one’s mind as to what is important to take. We have done a good deal of research with the latest trav- 
el guides (scanning and printing of relevant sections.(to avoid having to take the whole book). This info 
together with a load of train timetables and routes, maps, destination info and a daily schedule etc has 
filled a file but hopefully it will prove really valuable... 


“Just a cabin case???...don’t tell my missus, she packs for Britain” was the response from friends when 
they heard how light we were travelling. 


An “enthusiasm” breakfast followed where we put everything we had into it...clearing out the fridge so 
we would not be welcomed back by sour milk etc. | even had time to water the plant baskets as hot 
weather was forecast for home - ironic that we are paying a fortune to go to a typhoon region and 
weather at home is forecast hot 


7.30am (miles too early as always...but that’s us - rather have a leisurely airport time than a rushed start) 
and we got the Piccadilly line from end to end nursing our cases. Several escalators later we went 
through the fast track security and as usual bells, whistles and sirens sounded as we went through the 
‘frisking area’. Pockets emptied we were eventually reunited with our pocket contents spread over sev- 
eral trays, but cheerful staff wished us a good onward journey. Terminal 5 is pretty smart and seems 
pretty empty. Several more escalators and we found ourselves in what appeared to be a penthouse Club 
Lounge where we enjoyed another...yes another, breakfast. The guy next to us was holding a constant 
phone call and in conjunction with his steaming laptop, he appeared to be going to multiple counties on 
business and he was still entering data when we left. Yet more escalators and we were smilingly wel- 
comed on board our plane. A first for us as we walked straight on with no waiting at all. Our early start 
was just right..totally relaxed and we even got two seats by the window thanks to a guy that kindly 
changed as Lynn was unhappy with the seats we had chosen. Champagne and drinks were rapidly fol- 
lowed by a delicious sushi-style starter and main course of fillet of beef. Seating is a strange configura- 
tion where one sits opposite the adjacent seat in a cocoon-style box with shelves, trays, drawers, blan- 
kets, headphones, travel-bags, foot-rests etc etc appearing from every orifice. Seasoned travellers know 
where to press to get everything working efficiently but | feel my footstool may still be unused by the 
time the time we arrive. Seriously though, the attendants are excellent and the girl that sorted out our 
seat change 
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knew Lynn was not the greatest flier and even offered to take her to the flight deck. It is fashionable to 
knock BA but we have only encountered cheerful helpful staff throughout. 


The sky was pretty cloudy when we touched down at Haneda (Tokyo) airport and wet tarmac indicated 
a recent downpour but we felt elated having arrived at last after approx. 11 hours. We snaked endless- 
ly towards the tantalising near passport control but the cordoned path went off in a totally different di- 
rection depositing us at the gates over 1 long depressing hour after arriving. To add insult to injury only 
5 ‘foreign passport’ desks were open from a long line with over 40 ‘closed’ gates. We had to exchange 
our UK purchased JP (Japanese Train) passes for actual tickets at the designated office but again an 
hours wait was encountered and again no-one moaned and staff were really pleasant. Anyway, we then 
boarded the punctual monorail to Hamamatsucho where we got the JP train to Ueno. This was covered 
by the JP tickets and from there we got a subway to Asakusa which is where | figured our hotel was situ- 
ated. 


We were pretty tired by now and we walked in the direction indicated on my phone but we didn’t really 
have a full address and despite asking a few folk en route we were getting pretty frustrated so eventual- 
ly, admitting defeat, we got a taxi which pulled up at a Richmond Hotel but the appearance was not as 
illustrated in my PC printout. With the cab engine running | raced in to check and the receptionist came 
out to show the hotel opposite was The Richmond Premier so we laughed with a great deal of relief on 
both our faces. 


2.00pm was check in so while we waited we went to the floor below (reception was on the 5" floor) 
and found a typical Hiroshima griddle kitchen where the chef created wonders in front of us. 


He positioned ingredients on the spotless massive griddle and added noodles, seasonings, bacon and 
loads of requested ingredients to produce a multi-layered sort of thick pancake. This was ceremoniously 
cut into pieces and slid toward us on the griddle to enjoy a section at a time. My iced water was replen- 
ished everytime | thirstily finished my glass. We paid and left the small restaurant to bows, smiles and 
goodbyes from all the staff. This is such a friendly environment and so surprising for such a big city. 


Relaxing in the hotel lounge | got this blog up to date whilst Lynn relaxed and dozed. | managed to get 
more sleep on the plane than her and the time difference is making itself felt now. 


We managed to get our room ahead of the scheduled check in time and literally dumped our cases and 
leapt onto the comfortable beds and fell asleep immediately. After that much-needed ‘catch-up sleep’ 
we woke to take stock of our surroundings. Our room is on the 13"" floor (the roof floor) unlike UK ho- 
tels where there is no 13™ floor. It was very comfortable with lots to work out...such as the ‘rear end’ - 
wash and self-flush toilets’ and sorting out the travel adaptors etc we had bought with us-luckily they all 
were the right types. We had accumulated tons of leaflets, maps and info and we sorted out the rele- 
vant ones with the subway map being really useful. We still have not totally orientated ourselves so we 


were now on a mission. 


The weather was not good so we donned our fold up macs which we fear might be essentials garments, 
but we hope not. Below our hotel were old-style streets with traditional market-style shops that were 
not what we expected from modern Tokyo but this area of Asakusa has the most famous Buddhist tem- 
ple complex in Japan which we discovered was right adjacent to our hotel.. This 
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Toto..The name one sees everywhere . The 
advanced toilet system and even toilet 
slippers 


pare ha eet 


One can even select a music or alternative sound 
for modesty and Lynn experienced the ultimate 
when a toilet seat raised to greet her in a depart- 
ment store. It’s great when one is recognised 
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is great and we wandered past lots of small shops and restaurants and bars etc of every description and 
succumbed to a small shop selling freshly made fish-shaped pancakes stuffed with a sweet potato filling (a 
red bean filling was also available). These were amazing and incredibly hot. We stood outside and enjoyed 
them with locals. Walking on through the narrow covered streets we fancied a small snack rather than a 
meal and found a family tempura café where | had a fish-based tempura bowl with sticky rice, sweet 
hoisin dip, miso soup bowl, greens with shredded tuna flakes, and ginger. Cold tea was offered as soon as 
we sat down. Lynn had a similar fare with tempura vegetable being the main dish, It was all freshly 
cooked and delicious..small bowls and not overmuch. The whole meal cost 1200 yen (less than £9.00) so 
not breaking the bank and wonderful...A memorable touch was when we left the small café we were pur- 
sued by the waitress who smilingly returned 100 JY (70p) we had overpaid 


The jet lag has left us feeling a bit disorientated so we made our was through the quiet streets back to the 
hotel and | woke at midnight when | am writing this in bed using my head lamp so as not to disturb Lynn 


We aim to go to Tokyo district tomorrow after breakfast as we think that is possibly a main busy central 
area to see another side of Tokyo. We hope to make contact with Mimi (Judy’s Japanese friend) to ar- 
range a tour etc on Thursday. 


| am keen to get a Japanese sim card for my phone to give me a useful second way of getting info as we 
move around and | would like to get the various train seats booked to take maximum advantage of our 
expensive green seat rail passes. We have figured this will be the best way to see Japan, so we hope our 
decision proves right. 


The little old fashioned alarm clock by my bed..looking incongruous in its modern setting in our room 
overlooking Tokyo shows 1.00am so | am calling it a day and hope this first section of our blog will remind 
us of how much we have crammed into one day (albeit in different time zones) 


Night night 


Wednesday 14" June 2017 (Around Tokyo) 


We woke refreshed and seemingly adjusted to the time change. Our wet room and view over the city 
seem so different from a more awake perspective and bowing smiling staff welcomed us into the break- 
fast room on the fifth floor overlooking the SkyTree (an incredibly tall iconic telecommunication tower 
with its top currently shyly hiding in the clouds. 


Tables of delights tempted us to sample foods we would never normally contemplate at an early time but 
different environments provoke different responses. Thick bacon slices and very yellow scrambled eggs in 
the heated chafers alongside raclette lovingly sliced by the friendly chef. We ended up with large plates of 
small foods such as sushi and red beans, sliced fillet of rare beef and many fruits and small delicious pas- 
tries. Coffee is constantly refilled at the table and a juice bar with iced pitchers of freshly squeezed juices 
are temptingly displayed alongside hollowed-out large oranges and grapefruits with colourful straws to 
enjoy their contents. We had to hold back because 


Takashimaya: Nihonbashi - A temple to consumer- 


ism with a wonderful basement food hall 
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there was far more than we could decently enjoy at one sitting...but we made a very good first attempt. 


Fully refuelled we set off with waterproof trousers etc only to experience a day that was getting sunnier 
and hotter by the minute. We found the hidden local Asakuba station round the corner from the hotel 
which was a private express line. As this was not covered by out JP rail passes we got tickets from the 
very efficient machines which were in every language and issued change to all denominations. This line 
took us quickly to the next line which entailed leaving the station and joining the second line at an adja- 
cent station but this was easier than it sounds and we followed the arrows to the JP line where our pass 
was valid and straight into Tokyo main station. We had been aware of a raised yellow stripe evident on 
pavements and stations with several squares at junctions of two or more stripes. They proved to be irri- 
tating to walk on and with the wheeled cases they prove difficult. The purpose eluded us when suddenly it 
was so obvious..it was a braille trail for the blind..how sensible, especially in the massive complicated sta- 
tions 


My time-consuming patient schedule paid off in the Japan railway office. We gave all the dates, times and 
routes we required tickets for. The patient assistant efficiently showed us relevant times and permuta- 
tions and we ended up with a multitude of tickets exactly virtually to the minute as | had planned. This 
was a result. 


Toyko Main Station is a giant among stations with an abundance of different lines and platforms and a 
maze of shops, restaurants, gift shops and food shops all manned by smiling staff who greeted us as we 
passed. This is so different from anything we were used to and the scale was astounding. We eventually 
broke surface into the street above and were assailed by orderly rows of taxis, coaches and schoolchildren 
in neat uniforms guided by teachers with flags on sticks. We walked in the sunshine through large streets 
lined with tall modern office blocks and much building was in evidence. These sites were fronted by secu- 
rity/safety staff who controlled vehicle entry and exit waving us by with their illuminated batons and a 
smile and bow. This was a contrast to any building sites we had seen before. 


There seemed to be an absence of shops in this area and the criss-crossing small side streets hosted many 
very small cafes, restaurants etc where some had queues outside waiting to sit at tables and enjoy the 
steaming bowls of miso and gyoza. Many only displayed menus in Japanese and we were very aware of a 
total lack of tourists and western influence. 


We went into two very large well established department stores and one was a model of tradition with no 
obvious escalators and an enormous art work hovering over a vast hall filled with small tables where 
shoppers could relax and talk, albeit in deferential tones as the whole establishment seemed to be a tem- 
ple worshipping consumerism. Chauffeurs in limousines waited patiently outside and we were aware of 
whole blocks which were dedicated to more departments and one whole block just sold watches and all 
the finest names were on display. | was very aware of a constant polishing and dusting of displays and dis- 
play cases by the attentive staff as we glided through these hallowed halls. Even the lift girls were a joy to 
watch with delicate hand movements beckoning you in and calling you to their lift to sample the delights 
on upper floors. 


Finding a small side street restaurant we were shown to an upper floor where we were presented with a 
Japanese menu. As we could not communicate at all | asked for the wifi code and the smiling 
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waitress left her mobile with us and showed me her password. This allowed me to access a translation 
app on my phone and | scanned the menu which then translated it and we were presented with the set 
menu of delicious bowls of soup filled with vegetables and meat and surrounded by small dishes of rice 
with five star minced beef and small pickled vegetables while Lynn had a small set of steamed gyoza in 
baskets which she really enjoyed. The bill was a very reasonable 2000 JY (about £14.00) and | used my 
translation app to compliment them on the great meal. They seemed so happy that our waitress even 
followed us into the street bowing and smiling her thanks for our custom. 


We continued our walk eventually returning to the station. Before taking the trains back we went to the 
wonderful food area again and marvelled at the variety and quality of fish, meats, delicatessen, sushi and 
wonderfully ornate gift boxes of sweets. We took some small cakes back for our evening coffee in our 
room 


When we arrived back at the hotel we were again reminded how much closer this station was than the 
one we had arrived at originally...dragging our cases tiredly through the streets. This line was not shown 
on our very detailed subway map so we could be excused for not using it. Before we went into the hotel 
we walked through the temple area and looked inside the massive tourist-filled Bhuddist temple which 
reminded me of a cult money-making entity where people came reverently forward towards the 
screened off ornate ornaments with their hands in a supplicant position on their foreheads before 
throwing coins into the large louvered grates in front of the alter. | visualised clerics in the basement di- 
rectly below funnelling these coins into modern coin counting machines furiously bagging up the coins 
and wheelbarrows of money being conveyed through the narrow streets to the bank for hasty transfer to 
the coffers off shore. ...or am | a steaming cynic??. There were massive areas of drawers both inside the 
temple and outside with people paying 100 yen for a metal box which was then reverently shaken and a 
stick chosen at random from its interior. This was then inserted in one of the drawers with a correspond- 
ing number and their chosen prayer/blessing was then taken. 


A large fire of incense and coals burned outside the temple and every sense was stimulated. ..beautiful 
temple and trees and the smell of the incense etc. Believers were all around waving the holy smoke over 
themselves presumably to capture some holy goodness for themselves. 


Too late for me!! 


We bought a Chinese umbrella from the market for 1000 JY (£7.00) and returned to our hotel blessed in 
our own way. | really feel that religion gives to people what they need from life and if superstition or reli- 
gion can fulfil this missing ingredient it is good..it it just not for me - but | am very aware that | am in the 
minority and | have no desire to appear to mock but | am perhaps cynical of what is behind this fervour 
and hope it does not manipulate believing folk in a way that is detrimental to them.. enough said. 


Setting the train tickets all around on our table in the bedroom to check continuity | proceeded to fill in 
the various parts that should join it all together to see if there were any obvious missing links..and of 
course an unexpected problem made itself known. Getting to Sardo Island was difficult | knew but getting 
back proved more difficult. The problem was the first ferry off the island was too late to catch the booked 
train. After attempting many alternative ideas Lynn and | decided to cancel 
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that trip altogether and stay in Kyoto for those extra three nights and utilise our passes to make day trips. 
This made much more sense but involved cancelling the Sardo hotel and 6 train journeys to and from Sar- 
do island, rebooking from Kyoto to Kiso valley plus extending our Kyoto stay..not an easy task but with 
emails to the hotels and Mike at Scott’s Travel in London we managed it. This is maybe why | can not 
sleep and am writing this blog at 4.30-5.30 this morning. 


| have just had emails from both kids so will send a copy of this to my great family.. 


Thursday 15"" June (Around Tokyo & Fish Market) 


The late night when added to my not being able to sleep last night certainly took its toll. It came at me 
like a tornado and bit me on the bum...if you will excuse my flowery mixed metaphors..but more of that 
later. 


After another hotel breakfast that was so special in its variety and enjoyment we took photos of the staff 
who really made us feel so welcome. As anyone enters the restaurant the entire staff chant good day in 
Japanese from all round the room and the same when one leaves. As you turn to acknowledge this 
greeting everyone smilingly bows and we are overawed by this delightful hospitality. This is what my blog 
is all about: our immediate impressions and the taste of the real Japan, not sanitised by later faded mem- 


ories.. 


We have arranged to meet Mimi today. She is a Japanese resident that Judy and Ivor befriended when 
she lived in London a while back and we have been emailing to arrange this meeting. She is a foodie too 
and is freelancing with a Japanese spice company and also teaches on food courses. It sounds like this will 
be a great meeting of kindred spirits. 


As the forecast is hot for today we left the hotel chancing a minimum dress and we were right in our deci- 
sion.... as it proved to be sweltering. 


Like old-hands we located the local subway where the entrance is really well hidden between shops and 
got our tickets from the machine like experienced Tokyo travellers now. Onto the interchange platform 
we got the Yamamote Line and changed to the Ginza line where we emerged joining the massive surge of 
commuters. The Japanese are well used to this and having a regimented mind so it is sensible to merge 
with the queue and then divert from it rather than the less sensible UK way of attempting to cross the 
main stream (like at Holborn tube) As the trains approach there are floor markings where everyone lines 
up opposite the double doors that open when the carriage doors open and everyone surges into the 
packed carriage. Strap hanging we see how the Japanese travel to work and only small noticeable differ- 
ences from the mad London commuter scene. Possibly more space on these massive stations and more 
discipline in the orderly approach and exiting. The Japanese have fairly recently added European signage 
and this is a blessing and we can certainly learn from this ‘tourist friendly’ information approach. One 
wonders how much Japanese information is available in London tourist areas. When we were studying a 
metro map we were approached with offers of help. Mental note made to do the same in London to help 
‘lost tourists’ 
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Exit 7a was our designated meeting point with Mimi and we made a detour to exchange our train tickets 
as the Sardo Island visit we had planned we now deemed too difficult due to the infrequency of the fer- 
ries making it complicated to tie up with the later ongoing trains. (We managed to arrange a refund from 
the hotel and also extended our Kyoto stay so this problem was hopefully sorted) 

Well, Exit 7a showed the size and complexity of the stations as we seemed to walk endlessly but emerged 
at street level in Ginza at precisely the arranged time to meet a smiling Mimi. We bonded immediately. 
The girls ‘made use’ of the station facilities and apparently the less spoken about that the better. (/t re- 
minds me that yesterday Lynn used the ladies in one grand department store and was greeted by the toilet 
seat opening to welcome her to its ‘state of the art’ operation. It takes an advance university crammer 
course to use these toilets) 

Mimi started our tailored ‘tour’ of Ginza with a visit to the traditional fish market (which Lynn had been so 
looking forward to....” Oh Mick...another market..how wonderful” was her response. | think | noted a hint 
of sarcasm there. Tsukiji Market is a large wholesale market for fish, fruit and vegetables and is the most 
famous of over 10 wholesale markets handling Tokyo fruit and flower distribution. 2000 tons of marine 
products are handled daily. It is surrounded by small stalls selling every type of (mainly) fish-based hot 
and cold foods with stools. People everywhere enjoying the atmosphere. This market is old and on its 
last legs and the long awaited replacement will never have this great atmosphere. Lynn even reluctantly 
admitted she enjoyed it and Mimi was delighted and exuberantly explained what all the fish and multi- 
tude of fish products were. | photographed a set of tuna-cleaning tools on a barrow, polished after their 
use. This is a paradise for me....Food and Photography together in such a splendid setting. Thanks Judy for 
arranging this meeting! Watching out for the fast moving motorised barrows we made our way into the 
centre of the market having been warned that barrows have priority and tourists are really not welcomed 
in this busy wet and dangerous environment. Stay outl....... not a chance......| was like a dog with a bone 
and the added attraction of a knowledgeable local enthusiast added to our enjoyment. | was even intro- 
duced to a great character on a stall who posed for a photo with me (without even removing his ciga- 
rette). 

We went into a great casual market café for a delicious lunch of fish- what else!!! (mine was a grilled bowl 
of assorted fish) and Lynn ‘chanced’ a raw salmon dish (sashimi) which she enjoyed. It is great when she 
comes out of her comfort zone and tries these alien dishes and actually enjoys them. She makes these 
experiences memorable..probably due to enjoyment shared. 

We chatted about umami which | explained a bit about to Lynn but obviously Mimi was much more 
knowledgeable than me. | have put some info below because it is such a fascinating topic and this is from 
Japan Times 


The discovery of umami: How MSG changed the culinary world 

Japan is renowned for its exceptional food culture and Tokyo is the nation’s culinary crown jewel. The capi- 
tal has been awarded more Michelin stars that any other city in the world for 10 years. Traditional cuisine 
and fine dining have made Japan’s food world famous, but there’s a less expected element to Japan’s culinary ascendancy: 
manufactured food. 
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We joined Mimitor a 
matet fish lunch 
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Perhaps the nation’s most famous food invention — and the one that has caused the most controversy in 
the Western world — is monosodium glutamate, more commonly known as MSG. Though it is inextrica- 
bly linked to Chinese food and ostensibly a cause of Chinese Restaurant Syndrome, MSG was invented in 
Japan. 

It was created in 1908 by a curious scientist, professor Kikunae Ikeda, trying to replicate the savoury taste 
in his wife’s dashi broth . The key was isolating the amino acid called glutamate. The dried konbu (kelp) 
his wife used to make the broth contains glutamate and Ikeda realized that glutamate causes the fifth 
taste sensation, which he named “umami” — a common Japanese word that is usually translated as 
“Savoury.” 

Ikeda created monosodium glutamate by mixing glutamic acid with ordinary salt and water, which 
helped stabilize the volatile ingredient. By 1909, MSG was patented and mass-produced, hitting super- 
market shelves as Ajinomoto, which translated as “the essence of taste.” 

What Ikeda didn’t foresee was that his breakthrough would lead to one of the world’s longest-lasting 
food controversies. MSG: no other three letters seem capable of provoking a similar level of fear and divi- 
sion among Western diners. 

The path MSG took from Japan to the West begins in the early 20th century when the United States be- 
gan shifting toward industrialized food production. From the mid-1930s to 1941, the United States con- 
sumed more Ajinomoto than any other country besides Japan. One of the largest importers was Camp- 
bell’s Soup Co. — MSG was a key ingredient in their canned soups. 

At the same time, I|keda’s invention was used in Chinese cooking to enhance broths and vegetarian dish- 
es. After WWII, Americans become more sympathetic toward Chinese immigrants and began exploring 
U.S. Chinatowns and tasting Chinese food for the first time. Americans were consuming large quantities 
of MSG through canned and frozen foods, and in Chinese restaurants. 

The ’60s saw a consumer revolt against industrialized food in America as pesticides, chemicals and food 
additives began to attract suspicion. A letter published in an American medical journal in the late ’60s by 
a Chinese-American doctor was the catalyst of the term “Chinese Restaurant Syndrome.” After eating at 
Chinese restaurants, the doctor wrote, he experienced “numbness at the back of the neck, gradually radi- 
ating to both arms and the back” and “general weakness and palpitations.” This letter sparked an inun- 
dation of responses from readers claiming vaguely similar symptoms. The medical journal blamed MSG 
and the bad press has not subsided — despite subsequent inconclusive research into the additive’s 
effects. The American Food and Drug Administration (FDA), the United Nations and various government 
bodies have investigated MSG and deemed it safe. Though MSG still gets a bad rap, umami — which is 
essentially the essence of MSG — has become a massive food trend in recent years. 

In Japan and the rest of Asia, MSG has never been a cause of concern. The panda shaker — the now- 
iconic container that Ajinomoto is sold in — continues to be a staple on the kitchen table. 


Could Ikeda ever have imagined that his wife’s konbu soup would lead to all this? 


Sorry about including that but it seemed relevant at this point. 
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Walking on we went into the basement of the Kakubi Theatre to see some of the items that can be 
bought reflecting the highly original aspects of this theatre 


| have copied some info below about the theatre and hope that we can get to see it as it sounds intri- 
guing 


A trip to the theatre might not be the most obvious way to spend some of your time in Tokyo — but be 

assured that Japan has theatre unlike that found anywhere else. ‘Noh’ is the oldest and most revered 

style of Japanese drama, full of highly codified aesthetic principles and subtle word play. Historically it 

was performed exclusively for the samurai and other members of Japan’s elite, and its minimalist prin- 

ciples were refined over the course of many generations. It can provide wondrous satisfaction for those 
sophisticated enough to understand it, but unfortunately, to anyone without an in depth knowledge of 

the art form, it’s more likely to appear dull and boring. 

Fortunately, ‘Kabuki’, another form of Japanese theatre, this time aimed at the common people, devel- 

oped in parallel to Noh. Kabuki is even more distinctive and unique, and, better still, no prior education 

is needed to appreciate it. In many ways it is the opposite to Noh — gaudy and dramatic rather than 

subtle and refined. Actors wear elaborate colourful costumes and bright face masks, and express the 

nature and meanings of their characters using exaggerated poses and gestures. All roles are played by 

men, but so skilfully do they control their gestures and voices, that it’s often hard to believe that the 

female characters aren’t played by real women. Kabuki actors are also masters of vocal expression, so 

much so that much of the meaning of a Kabuki play can be picked up without understanding any of the 

words themselves. Each performance is accompanied by a small orchestra using traditional Japanese 
instruments, making Kabuki a true visual and auditory feast. 

A key feature of Kabuki is dramatic changes and sudden revelations. Instead of lowering a curtain to allow a change of scene, the who 
volves revealing new scenery and actors. Without warning, a character can rise onto the stage through a trapdoor, or fly into the air or 
Characters may suddenly reveal their true nature by pulling off their costume Scooby Doo fashion to reveal a new one underneath, and 1 


this so smoothly and swiftly that it can seem like a magical transformation. Added to this is the extensive use of props, extravagant s« 
even acrobatics, making any Kabuki play a spectacle you’re not likely to forget in a hurry. 


We then went to visit a grand department store and made our way to the basement food hall which is 
splendid and beautifully displayed. Mimi arranged a most fascinating soy sauce tasting which sounds 
strange but actually opened up a whole area of food flavouring | knew nothing about. This is where my 
tiredness kicked in and | had to excuse myself and sit down for a while and when | returned Lynn was 
still enjoying her experience and is now presumably a top connoisseur of soy sauce. It was a total love- 
ly surprise when we parted from Mimi at the station when she presented Lynn with some bottles of 
different soy sauces beautifully packed (as is everything in Japan). We were very touched..what a love- 
ly gesture. 


We exhaustedly made our way back to Asakusa by various subways and trains and collapsed into bed 
for a rest. 


The evening took us locally to a small café in a road of cafés close to the temple just by our hotel and 
nothing was in English so an adjacent table of Japanese assisted us in getting our meal and even 
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ordering us some rice and passing a bowl of ramen which we enjoyed. We walked around the small streets around Asakusa and tak 
snacks back to our room we retired for the night having enjoyed a very full day 


Friday 16"" June 2017 (Emperor's Palace,Shibuya, Scramble Crossing) 


Far be it for me to talk about food but the hotel breakfast gets better every day. The chef even bought 
Lynn her freshly made raclette directly to the table with a big grin saying “I could not forget you” 


After working out the intricacies of one of the hotel’s Japanese washing machines we felt great having all 
clean clothes for our onward journey. While we were waiting for the cycle to complete we shortlisted 
some of the areas and sights we wanted to see in Tokyo and again made full use of our JR passes plus 
subway tickets That we had to pay extra for as they are private and not part of the JR system. 


We were passing through Akhabra which used to be called Electric city and is now the hub of gadgets and 
electronic toys etc so we looked around there and marvelled at a superstore brash and in your face 
stuffed full of phones, gadgets etc. A total Geeks Paradise. We spent time working out the complicated 
transport connects and then arrived at the Emperor’s Palace which had several gates as the park (with 
moat) surrounding it was enormous. Totally surrounded by high rise apartments and offices of a multi- 
tude of shapes, designs and heights it gave me a feeling of having seen this somewhere before?? Maybe 
a Japanese Central Park. The heat was excessive and walking around the palace area was an ordeal with 
massive areas of gravel and paving with the trees and lawns tantalisingly out of bounds. Parties of Japa- 
nese photographing themselves and then passing on the cameras for the next person so when they get 
home they will all have identical shots just with the foreground person being different. We have all be- 
come victims of the ethos of conformity where any place you mention someone will ask “great isn’t it... 
did you see XXXxX”. Fill in the space as appropriate. And here are we doing just the same ticking of 
‘Emperor’s Palace’.....Pose/Smile/Click/.....0on to the next sight... | am a real cynic but that is the sort of 
tourism that we both hate. 


On to the next area ...Shinjuku...which was a real buzzing place with lots of the ‘usual’ names but it had a 
great atmosphere. We enjoyed iced coffee and wonderful cakes in an elegant tea room with pretty peo- 
ple all around. This was a very different Japan. 


Across a busy main road we spotted a very large department store: Satan, the outside had a faded glory 
sort of look and when we went it we were astounded by the attractive layout, beautiful staff and fantastic 
goods on display. Yes, we succumbed and went down the inevitable escalator to the most wonderful food 
hall we have seen. The counters were full of incredible colours ..food of every description and the displays 
were superb. My photos will not do the whole scene justice. It was busy too. We bought Mimi a ‘thank 
you’ gift box of cakes and the way it was then wrapped by two smiling girls was nothing short of fabulous. 


A queue in the station intrigued us and there was a mini factory operation in progress. One girl put trays 
of croquant chiros in the automatic oven and as soon as they were done they were removed and another 
girl placed them on a hollowing machine and automatically filled them with a delicious 
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custard. Yet another girl constantly filled the filler from ready-made large trays of custard and yet another 
girl efficiently managed the queue putting two or four into special boxes, labelling and taking the cash. 
There was even a limit of 12 per customer presumably to keep the queue moving smoothly. In the station 
precinct it smelt fantastic which pulled in the crowds and | marvelled at the total efficiency of this opera- 
tion....and they were totally delicious. We raced back to the hotel for a 1 hour sit-down before leaving to 
meet Mimi at Shibuya by the famous dog??? 


Our feet have not touched the ground today. 


Two trains and numerous escalators later we arrived at possibly the busiest station we have ever seen. So 
many exits and so many people made finding the famous dog quite a problem. As we reached the street 
we realised that this was the famous scramble crossing at Shibuya but the whole world were meeting at 
the numerous exits and only by chance did we meet Mimi and Tag, her friend. The whole surge of people 
held back at the crossings waited for 6 lanes of vehicles to get red lights then the pedestrian lights turned 
green and a remarkably organised mass of people crossed from every angle which looked chaotic but 
was, in fact, very orderly. We took in this whole fascinating scene then Tag introduced us to an area of 
small one-man cafes/restaurants with seating for a maximum of 8 cvts around a small open kitchen. We 
poked our heads into one and had an overpriced tiny snack with drinks but the atmosphere was really 
great. Apparently these are a throw-back to old Japan with family groups where everyone spoke together 
so this made it a real fun social evening. We then moved on to the next one and sake-fuelled the conver- 
sation became more relaxed and Japanese and English were intermingled. A life-coach friend of Tags 
joined us and she was great fun too so we all gelled and this time chicken kebabs were grilled on real 
charcoal right where we sat and we ate them as they were made. More sake and time just shot by but we 
had to leave around 10.30 to get the trains back to our hotel at Asakusa. Sad farewell to some lovely 
friends and the photos will do the rounds by email. Really sorry to see them go we had had such a great 
time together. The trains were packed all the way back. Arriving at our room we were faced with the task 
of packing ready for tomorrow’s early start and being tired plus having to cram a seemingly expanded 
amount of luggage into our small cabin bags caused frayed tempers and the joy of a short night’s sleep in 
order to finish packing in the morning and then getting a 6.30am breakfast. This is the only downside to 
moving around without a car. No chance of just throwing clothes in the back of the car if suitcases don’t 
expand enough...Roll on tomorrow !! 


Sat June 17°" 2017 (Leaving Tokyo/Niigata/Ferry to Sado Island) 


5.30 am and with our two bleary eyes just about opened we finished packing, reluctantly said our fond 
farewells to the great breakfast restaurant and reception staff and climbed onto our taxi (to avoid having 
to carry the cases) for the short distance to Ueino station which after last night seemed deserted in com- 
parison. This was our first Shinkansen (Bullet Train) experience. Obviously, as always, we were ages too 
early but that is actually so much better than leaving it to the last moment, especially where we have to 
negotiate this new environment where besides being such vast stations, much is only in Japanese as well. 


Sitting in the grand scale of the marble pre-platform area we could see how well organised it all was. The 
departure boards were constantly updated, the engine types and platforms shown. Another illuminated 
display also named the trains, showed the length (and some are really long), but also where we were to 
stand in relation to our green car seats on the train so positioning prior to 
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boarding was easy. The unreserved passengers formed a neat line in the marked area on the platform. 
Several trains came in while we waited (all on time of course) and boarding and departure was really 
speedy. We went to the upper level on our shorter train and this was very comfortable with just two re- 
clining seats on either side of the wide central gangway. 


Departure was right on time and we passed out of modern high-rise Tokyo and then through smaller resi- 
dential blocks, then industrial areas followed by small homes with small paddy fields and smallholdings. 


We did not attain high speeds as we made frequent stops, all announced in Japanese and English as well 
as on the LED screens in the carriages. The toilets etc were excellent and the journey was smooth so | 
checked our schedule and found that | had mistakenly booked two nights on Sado island instead of 
three......Decision time. With a combination of gestures and use of translating apps on tablets etc we got 
information to check if the hotel could extend our stay. We decided that as they required us to move 
rooms we would leave the day early and stay in Niiagata (on the mainland) close to the station. The fun 
started from then on...Sado is not Tokyo...a total contrast. Again we sought the help of information and 
they are all great. They select one who professes to speak English and from then on it is gestures, giggles 
and merriment but we seem to get through. 


We got a taxi to the ferry terminal and again managed to get them to understand that we wanted the jet 
foil across to Sado as it was about two hours faster (but at a price! !) 


With minutes to spare we boarded and after around an hour we docked at Sado which looked beautiful 
with hills and woods. 


The delightful information lady personally escorted us to the bus stop and people asked us in Japanese 
where we were headed and as obviously no foreign tourists venture this far we were quite a novelty. 


The small bus arrived on time and as you board you take a numbered ticket. There is an illuminated panel 
in the front of the bus next to the driver and the cost shown next to your ticket number increases as the 
bus journeys round the island. Our no ‘2’ got more expensive as we travelled on. A great idea but only by 
watching others did it become clear. An old disabled man | helped boarding the bus shook my hand and 
spoke smilingly to us as he got off later. 


It was a long journey through the island fairly sparsely populated in places and very quiet. We were not 
sure where to get off so pestered the driver and hoped we made it clear. The bus terminated in a large 
very quiet car park on the sea front and we were amazed to see an information office there and we again 
performed our mad miming dance and we were shown to a seat (not a cell as expected). At the door a guy 
appeared, took our cases to a modern mini bus and took us down the road to our hotel — all of two 


minutes away 


It was so unusual here and | am glad that | can write it all as it is happening because it is all a bit ’out of 
this world’. A modern-looking hotel but with nothing round it. Lots of quiet old-style houses but hardly 
anyone to be seen anywhere. 


We were shown to our room and a sliding panelled door was opened and we entered a small lobby with 
the requisite slippers. Putting these on we slid the bamboo panels open to see a low table with 
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legless chairs in the centre of a delightful room. A balcony opened over the crashing sea below (where | 
am writing this). A toilet with a dual b** wash option plus a ‘privacy’ button that played sounds 
(adjustable volume) to hide any unacceptable toilet sounds. Another room with a small but very deep 
bath alongside a wet room ..... Hey, suddenly we realised...where are the beds?? Slow off the mark we 
suddenly realised this was a ryokan and there in the closet were the mattresses and futons plus sheets 
etc which the maid came later and set up, moving the table. Kimonos for the communal baths were also 
there with tea and scrolls on the walls. Reading up about ryokans | realise that this is all a set formula and 
harkens back to earlier times but a few modern touches are added: such as a tv (but close to the floor as 
everything is without legs and one sits on the floor etc) 


We walked along the coast and it is a beautiful area but sad somehow. Weeds growing though the once 
nicely landscaped boardwalk. A large building possibly a hotel closed and boarded up. Lots of quiet small 
houses. Many shops that all seemed closed and as we couldn’t understand the Japanese we had no idea 
what (if anything) was sold there. All in all, a very sad, yet interesting, place. We were going to get a meal 
in the evening but walking the deserted small very dark streets we found nothing open and lights actually 
went off as we walked past (and it was before 8.00 pm) so we did the next best thing...... Coffee, salads, 
yoghurts, ice cream, cakes biscuits etc from the small (and busy) small garage shop and back to our balco- 
ny for a great memorable repast.. Mimi said she doesn’t know Sado and we should report back...| don’t 
really know what to say. Maybe | will see more tomorrow and change my opinion. 


Sunday 18" June 2017 (Sado Island/Ogi) 


Yes, opinion totally changed. Just shows how one shouldn’t form a snap judgement. We went down to 
breakfast which was totally different in style to Tokyo. This is a Japanese-style hotel and things are very 
different here. Breakfast was served in a very large room with several buffet stations. We helped our- 
selves to the delicious scrambled egg (very yellow), and | had miso soup with vegetables, and fresh yo- 
ghurt with fresh pineapple, orange segments and apple juice. We helped ourselves to freshly ground 
coffee from a small machine and put two delicious rolls into the grill to warm. We have never seen these 
combi packs of butter and different jams and were totally unable to open them. The smiling waiter 
showed how they were bent in half and the double contents of jam plus butter squeezed onto your rolls... 
ingenious. 


We got the local bus from outside the hotel which arrived exactly as shown on our timetable to take us 
across the island and to the western tip at Ogi. The bus was quiet and a few locals got on and off during 
the journey. | had found that there was an annual family festival here which fantastically coincided with 
our time on Sado. It was everything we were looking for 


You know how you visualise something and reality is nothing like your expectations. Well this lived up to 
it plus some. We have this desire to see the real places we visit and this was exactly what we both wanted 
to see. 


The bus journey took about 1% hours and the scenery got more wooded as we climbed through paddy 
field on both sides wonderfully making use of every level area and all full of neatly planted rice plants. 
There were occasional clumps of dense bamboo, very close together and thick and impenetrable. There 
are many nature walks on the island. The villages we passed through all had similar style of buildings that 


seemed to be partly workshops or farm storage buildings with opaque 
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glass and when one could look in there seemed to be lots of boxes, tools, farm vehicles etc being stored 
and no obvious signs of habitation but people obviously lived in them. 


Some small houses had attractive black glazed roof tiles and the whole journey was fascinating. We were 
the only non-Japanese again and everyone we met was absolutely charming and friendly. 


We arrived at Ogi port which is a small town that seems to have seen better times with a very large fairly 
modern hotel must have been empty for a long while and the metal areas were leaking rusty trails down 
the building which was surrounded by safety barriers and was very sad. However today, the small park 
area in front of the terminal was crowded and a stage was alive with a fun carnival-style atmospheric pro- 
duction sporting masks and strange traditional movements to which the audience seated all round were 
really showing their appreciation. All round the outside of the park were stalls selling a fantastic array of 
local foods and | enjoyed some of the turban turtles which were large poached and grilled sort of giant 
whelks shaped like a turban and this was followed by bbq-grilled small squid which were delicious. We 
were given a free bowl of Alaskan pollack soup and then watched people in the barrels being taken 
rowed round the harbour...a prelude of things to come. Lynn joined a long queue to get a fantastic sort of 
savoury choux bun dish which were being cooked to order. They greased the moulds, poured in the vari- 
ous fillings, top up with a sort of batter then really dextrously rotate each ball to cook it and they puff 
right up. These balls are then filled with spicy prawns etc and she was then given chopsticks, a sticky 
sauce and mayonnaise to top it all with. As we sat down to enjoy our feast people explained to Lynn what 
to do with the toppings etc. Such great friendliness. A mum sat with us and proudly dressed her small lad 
in a new drummers outfit giving Lynn wipes etc for her hands after the great food. Drummers here (we 
later learned) have become a well known feature of Sado Island and some drummers have moved here 
where they have formed a community and been welcomed by the locals) 


We sat on the steps overlooking the harbour and watched the ferry depart when to our amazement they 
set up the drums right in front of us and then once all set up the drummers, including our smartly dressed 
lad, appeared together with their teacher plus some of the stage performers in their strange costumes. 
At a given signal they commenced and their great rhythm resonated throughout the park with the har- 
bour as the backdrop. The appreciative audience demanded an encore and we really enjoyed the perfor- 
mance especially as we had prime seats. To top it all we were then treated to the finals of the barrel rac- 
es which was hilarious and all taken in great spirit with the losers hardly being able to manoeuvre from 
their starting position. It was now around 3.00pm and people started drifting away as the stands and 
stage started clearing away. The tv guys asked if they could film us. Afterwards the cameras were slowly 
being stashed away and Lynn and | went for a coffee and stroll to an overgrown neglected Buddhist 
shrine, full of atmosphere and ghosts. The small main road was fascinating and hardly a soul around any- 
where. We made our way back to the bus stop because only 1 bus went to our destination and we were 
determined not to miss it. As two busses arrived together the lovely lady from the tourist office nearby 
raced out to make sure we did not get on the wrong one. This is so typical of the Japanese hospitality we 
have experienced everywhere 


The bus took us through the hills and as the long return journey progressed it slowly emptied until Lynn 
and | were alone at the back of the bus which dropped us outside our hotel at the end of its journey. 
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| was determined to partake of an onsen, the traditional Japanese hot spring bath which our hotel was 
well known for. Unsure about the correct etiquette | went in my kimono and taking a towel asked which 
one was the men’s. | didn’t want to create havoc by appearing in the ladies pool starkers. The blue screen 
was the gents apparently. | undressed very slowly to see what the other ‘experienced bathers’ did. Once 
naked one sat on a small stool and washed body and hair really well making sure to remove all soap and 
shampoo and then entered the large hot pool surrounded by lava rocks and sitting on shelves around the 
edge. It is totally wrong to go in without this ritual pre-cleaning and no soap etc should enter the pool. 
Interestingly is one has Western tattoos one will not be allowed to enter the onsens due to the history of 
tattoos in Japan being associated with gangs. After a relaxing time in the inside pool | then entered the 
outside pool which was on a secluded terrace overlooked the sea and this was slightly cooler but also 
great. | didn’t make use of the sauna. Then a brisk dry with all aftershaves, tonics and hair brushes and 
driers provided and women were leaving the ladies baths. We saw lots of guests in kimonos (which | later 
learned are called Yakutas and are more like sashed dressing gowns) even at breakfast and across the 
road along the sea wall and promenade. 


If | can make an early start tomorrow | will make use of it again and have a shave there too. 


We went across to the small shop again buying some salads, hot snacks, cakes etc and sat over the sea 
watching the red sunset that is so lovely here with waves crashing down below. 


The end of a very different day and off to another night sleeping on those futons on the floor. Boy will we 
appreciate our beds at home!! 


Monday 19"" June 2017 (Sado Island/Ryotso Port/Ferry/Niigata) 


| managed to make a 6.00am start and as | had promised myself a final hot spring bath | put on my yukata 
with the small bag containing my towel, razor and towel, put on my slippers and quietly went down to 
the baths. | was surprised to see lots of men there already as it is obviously why the hotel is well known 
by the Japanese. It was pretty surreal sitting on the small plastic stool, like a milking stool, naked and sur- 
rounded by Japanese men. Everyone washed well with the small hand shower utilising one of the many 
soaps or shampoos at each of the 17 basins. Everyone walked into the hot pool holding a strategically 
placed flannel and no-one spoke and everyone seemed to avoid eye contact, averting their eyes. 


| noticed everyone neatly folded their flannel when entering the hot spring placing it on their heads so | 
did likewise. | then realised that as obviously we had no pockets, it therefore avoided one having to hold 
the flannel. Stepping out of the large hot spring | slid the door open to the smaller rock pool where the 
large windows were open to the sea air outside and steam came encouragingly off the surface. Sitting 
there | could understand why this form of relaxation is so popular. 


Once dried we went down to breakfast and this time the vast dining area was mobbed with large parties 
and all the buffets were full of fascinating non-European offerings such as a sort of tapioca-style porridge 
to which we added a small selection of savoury pickles and purees. Actuall, very much nicer than it 
sounds. | took a small amount of a lot of the dishes to sample them and enjoyed them all. Many people 
had plates full of noodles, soup etc and suddenly everyone started speedily to 
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depart as perhaps the tour was moving on. A lady spoke to us in broken English and she had visited many 
tourist parts of England and Scotland and was well versed with opera and theatre venues. 


As we were due to catch a bus timed to meet the ferry we checked out, paid and had another walk along 
the seafront and along the small streets between the local houses fascinated by this very different way of 
life. It was even very different to the way of life in other parts of Japan. 


The bus came exactly on time and we arrived at Ryotso port dead on time. We got ourselves a cake and 
drink and again dead on time we boarded the large car ferry which seems only partially full for the three 
hour trip back to Niiagata. | typed this blog whilst Lynn was on deck looking at the beautiful Sado Island 
from the sea as we sailed away. Its wooded hills were fairly close to the ship. This stage of our Japan trip 
is now over and we both feel that Sado was pretty different. Certainly not a tourist destination for people 
looking for things to do in the accepted tourist sense but for walking, seeing shrines and enjoying the na- 
turel beauty it takes some beating, and we really found the experience memorable ...with the added bo- 
nus of really hospitable, charming people 


The car ferry was a very attractive small boat with a cruise style majestic staircase, lovely lights and a 
stage and the 3 hour trip was in sunshine and very enjoyable. We disembarked very quickly as most of the 
other passengers were car drivers. We made our way to the information where we had been prior to our 
journey to Sado Island and were totally amazed, as we entered the office, when the smiling staff there 
passed us a typewritten note in excellent English addressed personally to us. It was from the young lady 
we had originally met apologising for not being there today but her colleagues knew all about our room 
search and would find one for us close to the station as requested and hoping we had enjoyed Sado and 
wishing us a pleasant onward trip. We were so delighted and this confirms all our positive thoughts about 
the Japanese. Sadly, we could not imagine this happening in the UK. 


We got a taxi to the remarkably cheap Niiagata hotel that they found us, as requested, close to the sta- 
tion. It was modern, central but our room was the smallest we had ever seen with a fine view of the 
neighbouring block. Still, it suited us and we went out immediately and walked through the very busy 
modern town to the river Shinano (which is the largest in Japan), crossed the bridge and walked for ages 
along the grass-lined bank taking in the scenery. It appears to have been reinforced after considerable 
earthquake damage in the 60’s. 


We had noticed some small restaurants near our hotel and made our way there as we realise that they 
eat early in Japan and a couple we tried were already full. We went into one which looked buzzy with 
nothing in English at all. There was an open kitchen along one side and washing up, bar service and food 
cooking all took place there. The waitresses were mad busy and we could not communicate any idea of 
what we wanted across to them. They were much too busy to explain to two old non-Japanese speaking 
people what all the foods were when suddenly we hit on a great idea. As the small fantastic-looking dish- 
es appeared on the counter amidst shouting and a frantic commotion | photographic the dishes we liked. 
We then showed the waitresses the pictures and signalled our smiling request that was what we wanted. 
Bingo, it worked and we ended up with a plate of baby clams in soup, large prawn in tempura with dip- 
ping sauces, crunchy chicken balls in batter with dips, breaded pork mini schnitzels with a mustard dip, 
light beers for Lynn and orange and lemon sodas for me. It was a real feast and the atmosphere was fan- 
tastic. Part of the restaurant had raised areas where small family and business parties sat without shoes 
gnd laughed and enjoyed 
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themselves. Our waitresses bought us Japanese tea as a parting freebie and we agreed that by chance we 
had really hit on a winner. 


We strolled back to the hotel and watched some totally zany and childish Japanese game shows but as 
the room was so small we decide to call it a night and repack etc in the morning as we have quite a con- 
voluted journey ahead of us. 


Quite a day... 
Tuesday 20°" June 2017 (Niigata / Sendai/ Matsushima) 


Having had an early night we were both up early and had an early breakfast. This hotel seemed like a 
business-style hotel, clean but functional. The reception and restaurant staff were courteous but not smi- 
ley like everywhere else. We had a couple of hours to enjoy Niiagata again before our train departed so 
we walked along the modern busy main road towards the river and this time we walked along the hotel 
side of the river. This is known as Bandai City and is a very modern city expanding with massive tower 
blocks, offices and new hotels. An interesting bow-shaped very tall building known as Media Ship is an 
icon of Niiagata as it Bandai Bridge (which we thought was fairly ordinary). The city lies in a fertile valley 
surrounded by paddy fields and has been devastated by both earthquakes and tsunamis and some mod- 
ern buildings are designated as tsunami shelters 


The banks of the river Shinano have been reinforced and planted with grass and flowers and works of art 
were attractively displayed by Bandai Bridge. They are obviously intent on making it into a city with a 
heart. 


As we walked along the river we spoke to a Japanese guy who expressed his love of the Beatles. It was 
only when he said ‘Abbey Road’ that | understood him (I had thought he said he loved the ‘beetroot’ 
which | thought was a pretty surreal early morning conversation) 


After checking out we walked the 4 minutes to the station and indulged in fresh fruit : lovely gigantic 
peaches and bunches of tiny very sweet fragrant grapes, chocolate milk and delicious savouries and cakes 
which we enjoyed on the train. 


The scenery changed dramatically from the flat plains around Niiagata through tunnels into hillier wood- 
ed countryside with all the flat areas being colonised by small towns where the train made very brief 
stops. As these Shinkansen trains are very expensive for the Japanese | feel that commuting from these 
easily accessible towns are probably not feasible for most people. 


Our next stop is Omiya where we have a 44 minute wait before taking our onward train to Sendai (which 
is where the first Japanese tsunami caused such devastation in 2011). The Toki 301 train came in right on 
time and comprised two fantastic looking differently-coloured trains joined in the middle. These trains 
are all reserved seats only and were heading for different destinations and part company at a given point. 
This did not pose a problem for the passengers as they were all in reserved seats heading for their speci- 
fied location. As you take your seat in a calm quiet carriage (phones must be in silent mode and speaking 
seems to be discouraged) the smiling attendant passes through and checking her mini-computer hands 
out heated wrapped Shinkansen hot towels to all the newly occupied seats indicated on her updated in- 
formation. The seats were luxurious with 
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power points, adjustable foot rests and reclineable, with aircraft style small tables and the added bonus 
in green cars is that we have more space and extra room for our luggage. 


We transferred to another Shinkansen which as always was right on time and departed very quickly so 
one has to be alongside the correct car for entry. Again the scenery changed as we are going right across 
the centre of Japan from an island 37 miles off the west coast to the east coast. Here it was hillier with 
wooded craggy hills and the only habitation is on the level land and this was becoming more rural and 
seemed to be on a more personal human scale. 


We arrived at Matsushima station and | had worked out it was a 12 minute walk to our bayside hotel but 
| didn’t realise there are two Matsushima stations and the one we wanted was Matsushima Keigan 
which was the next stop. Not far away but too far to push our cases so we lashed out and spent £4.00 on 
a taxi. As always no tipping is expected in Japan. 


This is a beautiful tourist destination but none appeared to come from overseas. Consequently we had a 
strange welcome at our hotel as we tried valiantly to communicate. Eventually we found out breakfast 
times, arranged for room amenities to be done every day (which meant towel changes etc) but not full 
room cleaning. We declined the kimono-style pyjamas which we have always had offered and never re- 
quired but we arranged a meal in the downstairs restaurant (in a small side Japanese-style area with 
raised small low table and slippers required. Fish is very much a feature of this delightful hotel and as we 
sat at the table we were next to large tanks of different large fish and more was displayed on ice in the 
small foyer. Sea urchins, red snapper and lots of fish | could not put a name to - a fantastic selection. Lov- 
ing fish as | do...| think | have died and arrived in heaven. 


The room on the 5" (top) floor has a wrap round balcony with a view to die for. An unspoilt bay dotted 
with small tree-covered islands and a traditional red Japanese-style bridge from adjacent to our hotel to 
the nearest wooded island. Small boats were bobbing around in the sun and it was baking hot again. 


We had booked for 7.00pm as evening meals are early by UK standards and we wandered along the qui- 
et waterfront and then into the small town. 


Matsushima was saved from the worst of the tsunami by the proximity of these small islands (over 200) 
and is rebuilding the coastal area in front of the hotel which must have had a beating (we later saw some 
photos of the devastation) 


Prior to going down to the restaurant on the ground floor we sat relaxing on our balcony and then 
walked down the stairs to explore the hotel. It is small and unusual. It is modern and very quiet. Our 
room has many extras that we have come to enjoy in Japan: the robes, numerous extras such as tooth 
pastes and brushes, body sponges, flasks of iced water, green tea sachets and a rice boiler-style kettle. 
There is a wet room with a shower plus a deep compact bath. Lots of hair and body liquids and of 
course...our slippers (including ‘toilet slippers’) 


There are heated ladies’ and gentlemen’s hot spring pools with attractive dressing rooms attached. 


We went down for our meal and were greeted by the lovely staff who showed us to the alcove table 
which was opposite the skilled elderly chef who was working dexterously on the incredible fish selection. 
We struggled with photo menus and gestures etc and managed to get a superb raw fresh 
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fish selection displayed in a bowl of ice with scented leaves, lemon etc and there were the most delicate 
slices of several fish and small tail-on prawns. A selection of spices and soy sauce dips accompanied this 
offering. 


Lynn had a delicious white grilled fish to follow with a bowl of delicate large goujons and mayonnaise. 


My large flat fried fish was presented with a honeyed almond topping and was crisp, light and totally en- 
joyable. | took lots of photos (surprise, surprise) as the chef trimmed and prepared a large fish and cut 
delicate tranches of salmon. He cleaned a tray of sea urchins and some large rock oysters. This was a po- 
em of delight. 


| know my blog sounds like a combination of an anorak’s train timetable and a self-indulgent gourmand 
but everyone has his or her personal peccadillos it’s just that ours appear in this blog for all to see...but 
maybe others will agree that our interests are ‘interesting’ .....as the name implies. 


The meal was so special that we paid our compliments to chef and waitresses and waiter etc and booked 
again for two days time (not being able to eat like this every day). Despite the communication difficulties 
we seemed to have developed a great rapport with the lovely staff 


It had got quite chilly in the evening so we strolled along the bay and noticed the splendid iconic bridge 
was illuminated with blue lights so we strolled across almost to the island but as we got cold we decided 
to call it a day and go back ...a great day and many contrasts and a fabulous finale.. 


Wednesday 21° June 2017 (Matsushima Bay) 


Having arranged a breakfast for 7.30am we had our alarm set for 6.30am so while Lynn slowly got ready | 
decided to make use of the onsen on the second floor. Again, there were two areas with hanging drapes 
the red for ladies and the blue for gents...which was pretty helpful as everything else was in Japanese and 
| did not want to cause a scene by appearing stark naked in the ladies pool. | left my slippers at the door 
and | was alone this time in the pool and changing area but | was familiar with the ritual. Removing my 
yukata and placed it in the baskets | had a thorough seated shower making use of the shampoos, condi- 
tioners, body soaps and disposal razors provided. | went into the first steaming pool and relaxed for a 
while and then went through into the second pool but | was not sure if they were different temperatures. 
Once dried | went back up to the room very relaxed and ready for the day ahead. We were shown to 
what seems to have been designated as our ‘personal private’ side raised alcove and we were totally 
amazed at the Japanese breakfast that was set out for us. There were two hot steaming bowls of miso 
soup, a big orange rice boiler with sticky rice, two small candle fondue-style pots topped with a dish con- 
taining a small sausage, a few flakes of shitake mushroom and a small piece of tofu which we understood 
by gestures would be cooked in 5 minutes and we were gestured to leave the lid on until the flame went 
out and it would all be cooked perfectly) There was a beautiful black lacquered bento box lined with red 
containing 6 small attractively shaped small dishes containing, preserved vegetable, shredded dressed 
salad, small grilled mackerel fillet, vegetable julienne and a dipping sauce for the hot food. A delightful 
wooden boat-shaped container had slivers of raw salmon, white fish, small tail-on prawns and tofu. Our 
smiling waiter was really happy that we were so pleased with this and went to the main restaurant re- 
turning with two coffees which we had explained were something we really enjoyed after a meal. 
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The weather was cloudy so we decided to postpone our island hopping boat trip due to the poor visibility 
and we walked to the tourist office in the bay and got some info about interesting local places to visit. 
We chatted to a young guy that was doing a survey about Sendai and the local area and we thought it 
would be a great idea to see Sendai as the weather was deteriorating and to make maximum use of our 
JR passes. It was only a short walk to the station and in just over 30 mins we were in the city but again 
the weather was so bad that we investigated the large modern shopping malls around and under the sta- 
tion and each S Pal store had wonderful displays and as the offerings were so tempting we decided to 
have a picnic in our room. We attempted to make the most of a dismal day because when we got off the 
return train it was a torrential downpour and by the time we got back to the hotel we were saturated so 
we peeled off and put on our kimonos and had the world’s best picnic in the dry overlooking the rainy 
bay. A green tea later we were in a happier frame of mind. 


Smiles and bows greeted us as we went into the small lobby and we were shown to what seems to have 
become ‘our table’. We only wanted a smallish meal but the chef sent over a complimentary opened sea 
urchin which was freshly caught and with a unique taste and texture. As Matsushima is renowned for 
oysters | had to try some. | ordered two and they came on a bowl of ice with lemon wedges, some wasa- 
bi and a soy sauce dip. They were gigantic and by far the largest | had ever seen _| almost needed a knife 
to carve them and a knife and fork to eat them, They tasted wonderful. Lynn chose from a picture menu 
what she thought looked like white fish goujons with green beans in a hoisin style sauce...bad choice as 
they were octopus goujons and Lynn was not a happy bunny as they did not appeal to her at all. Green 
tea was bought as always and we strolled along the deserted bay 
which smelt fresh and invigorating after the rain. It was warm and 
the forecast for tomorrow was 24 and sunny. 


Thursday 22" June 2017 (Mastsushima) 


We actually had to turn down our Japanese breakfast this morning 


as we were so bloated. After my hot spring onsen | had let ther 
know via my translator app that we only wanted coffee NOT break- 
fast but something got lost in the translation so it was a bit embarrassing to explain that the beautiful 
table full of breakfast food was not required. 


By now we had accumulated a lot of dirty washing which was difficult to pack plus it was needed so we 
located the only coin-op launderette out of town and decided to walk there. Our receptionist actually 
gave us a note in English that said she would get a car to run us there and we should phone when fin- 
ished for them to pick us up but we declined their very kind offer as we are pretty independent plus our 
phone is not on a Japanese network (and how could | have made myself understood??) The walk took 
nearly one hour due to my misreading the map. One thing that really stood out was the kindness by two 
different ladies who saw us studying the map and when we pointed out our that the launderette was our 
destination they actually walked with us chattering away despite the fact that they were walking the op- 
posite way originally. With everything washed and neatly folded we returned to our room and sat on the 
balcony to make the most of the lovely sun and that great view. 
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We then walked to the boat trip terminal and got straight onto the M& 


Windows of our clean tidy pleasure boat were sprayed and dried before } 
each trip and it went between the fantastic small wooded islands for 50 
minutes. The scenery was unspoilt with the vast majority of over 200 be- (OM Scanarmucran 
ing uninhabited. This was a real find and we were amazed that this whole 
area is not really known outside Japan. 


Another find was the ‘Saigyo Modoshi no Matsu Park.’ This was a steep climb above Matsushima Kaigan 
station where we found a level park set in the rocks high above the bay with a view that took our breath 
away. Lawns and pines all around and the bay below us with the islands dotted all around, sun shining 
and a new panorama restaurant/café where the sweet girls served snacks like croque monsieur and deli- 
cious sandwiches. We felt that all the people we saw had travelled here by car. Again, considering the 
beauty all around this whole area is a well-kept secret. In the bay area we were aware of lots of parties of 
Japanese who come from Sendai by coach for day trips and the hotels rely on these trippers. Ours seems 
to be an exception and we notice that fish lovers travel here to enjoy the exceptional cuisine. We walked 
back towards our hotel and | found a short cut which saved at least 30 minutes of walking 


Then we did what we had been saving for last. The walk across Fukuurabashi Bridge the 252 meter-long 
iconic red Japanese bridge to Godaido Templeon the small uninhabited Fukuurajima Island ...just across 
from our hotel. It is a Prefectural Park. It was founded in 807 and reconstructed by Date Masu in 1604. It 
is named for the five Buddhas housed inside. The island has beautiful paths and steps all round the out- 
side and through the middle. There are lots of seats placed in scenic locations It houses many more than 
300 species of flowers, plants and every way we looked it was more beautiful and once again very few 
people in evidence. 


A short relaxing break ready to steel ourselves for the inevitable packing ready for a long three train trip 
across Japan tomorrow.. 


When we went down for our last meal here the chef came across and knowing Lynn loves her coffee with 
the meal presented her with a choice of coffee sachets and gave the chosen sachet to the waitress for her 
to make the coffee. Another demonstration of simple things that really go the extra mile to make visitors 
happy. The meal was brilliant again with Lynn having a great mountain of a salad and | had my shallow 
fried sole with a brown sugar and chive coating and lightly fried sardines with mayo and hoisin sauce dips. 
| ended with a wasabi ice cream....a real hit. What a great combination and perfect end to our stay in 
Matsushima....even the hotel bill with those great meals was reasonable 


We are currently at Matsushuma Bay which is next to Sendai. We are heading for the large city of Kyoto 
tomorrow but this cannot be done directly so we are having to go to Tokyo on the Shinkasen (bullet train) 
from Sendai then a second bullet train to Kyoto. Our hotel is a couple of subway stops from Kyoto station 
but by then we will have had enough of trains and hopefully get a cab for the last bit. We will miss it here 


See map on next page. 
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Friday 23" June (Matsushima / Sendai - (Station) /Tokyo - (Station) / Kyoto ) 


Well it all went like clockwork today. So great when you sit at home planning the itinerary with train time- 
tables, station platforms, various trains, certain seats, buses and hotels etc and then it all works out 


The joy of the precise timings in Japan has (so far) made this possible and, dare | say it...easy 


After a relaxing early morning onsen we had our final great Japanese breakfast in our designated alcove 
and the chef made a great show of bringing Lynn her coffee. All the staff shook hands with us and the 
manager/owner raced after us to say his farewells and even followed us out to wave his goodbyes. It was 
with a heavy heart we left that warm friendly atmosphere and our delightful room overlooking the bay 
and bridge. We walked to the station and as always were miles too early but we sat on the platform which 
is on the hill above the bay and had a wonderful view with a breeze making the heat bearable. The local 
train came in on time, filled with people on their way to work and soberly-dressed schoolkids nearly all 
asleep (when they weren’t playing or checking their phones..we noticed that no-one talks on their phones 
on public transport). We crossed over at Sendai to the Shinkansen line and waited for a speedy crew to 
totally clean the carriages prior to letting us on. The journey to Kyoto required a change at Tokyo with a 
short wait while we crossed to another platform and continued with another Shinkansen which travelled 
at 280 kms/hour and was so smooth and lulled us to sleep. There was trolley service and the seats were 
so comfortable, recline-able with adjustable foot rests and individual lights. The smartly-uniformed staff 
gave us wet wipes and cleared rubbish bags throughout, even waiting with a rubbish sack as we alighted. 
We noticed that they did a quick seat clean as people disembarked prior to the next occupants sitting 
down. They had a note when seats were being vacated. 


This section of the journey took 2.5 hours and we got a taxi for the last leg of the journey which cost less 
than £7.00 and one doesn’t tip in Japan. 


The Nikko Princess is a large modern hotel and our room was a good size on the 15" floor. We welcomed 
the Nespresso machine, wet room and settee etc to sit and relax as we are here for 7 nights (the longest 
stay anywhere in Japan) We intend to see lots of attractions here and are checking out events etc that we 
like the sound of. Lynn also has some shopping earmarked (yippee!!!) and | am checking out what train 
trips we can make from here to make good use of the JP Japan Rail Pass which we have made such good 
use of to date. 


We got a city map from reception and quickly realised that the hotel was situated in a great part of Kyoto 
with stacks of shops and department stores round the corner and a subway stop literally 1 block away. 


To orientate ourselves we followed the map and then took a side street and disappeared into a small 
buzzy restaurant with a short queue outside and which turned out to be a young haunt. We were easily 
the oldest in there but it was noisy and great fun. We sat at a bar by the open kitchen and wrote down 
our tempura order on the list. | added a few items such as cream of crab cakes in panko batter. The food 
was great and the staff delightful.....even the chef waved a greeting and we realised that once again by 
sheer luck we had chosen a place that was such fun with great food. 


We walked back through the large wide brilliantly illuminated streets and we were quite happy to arrive 
back in our room, relax, and put on our provided glamorous(??) nightshirts. 
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Fond farewells at Matsushima Bay 
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Tomorrow we intend to plan the next few days 


Saturday 24th June 2017...(Around Kyoto..day 1) 


We spent a while in our room planning where we intended to go on our first full day in Kyoto as it is 30 
degrees and it was more sensible to plan the itinerary in an air-conditioned room 

We enjoyed our breakfast which was a mixture of traditional Japanese plus lots of western additions in- 
cluding corn ‘freaks’ (flakes) as | took a photo of this mis-spelling the greeter laughed and assured us it 
would be corrected. She was really amused when we explained the meaning. 

In our room | noticed two waste bins under the table and jokingly remarked to Lynn that the Japanese 
tradition of male and female waste bins was observed in this hotel. A good while later | heard Lynn say- 
ing “oh | just put some rubbish in the bin and | was not sure if it should have gone in the male or female 
bin” 

We had a good laugh when | explained it was just my warped sense of humour 

Walking towards the Karno River along the busy Shizo main street, we crossed the Shizo Bridge towards 
the hills surrounding the eastern part of Kyoto, heading for the big Buddhist temple area. 
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SS SS During the 8th century, when powerful Buddhist clergy 
became involved in the affairs of the Imperial government, Emperor Kanmu chose to relocate the capital 
in order to distance it from the clerical establishment in Nara. Kyoto remained Japan's capital until the 
transfer of the imperial court to Tokyo in 1869 
The city suffered extensive destruction in the Onin War of 1467-1477, and did not really recover until the 
mid-16th century. Battles between samurai factions spilled into the streets, and came to involve the 
court nobility and religious factions as well. Nobles' mansions were transformed into fortresses, deep 
trenches dug throughout the city for defence and as firebreaks, and numerous buildings burned. The city 
has not seen such widespread destruction since. 

In the late 16th century, the city was reconstructed by building new streets to double the number of 
north-south streets in central Kyoto, creating rectangle blocks superseding ancient square blocks. Earth- 
work walls encircled the city. Teramachi Street in central Kyoto (where we later shopped) is a Buddhist 
temple quarter where Hideyoshi gathered temples in the city. Throughout the Edo period, the economy 
of the city flourished as one of three major cities in Japan, the others being Osaka and Edo. 

Modern Kyoto 

The Hamaguri rebellion of 1864 burnt down 28,000 houses in the city, and the subsequent move of the 
Emperor to Tokyo in 1869 weakened the economy. The modern city of Kyoto was formed on April 1, 

1889. The construction of Lake Biwa Canal in 1890 is one measure taken to revive the city. Nagasaki was 
chosen rather than Kyoto by the US as the atomic bomb target 
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As a result, Kyoto is one of the few Japanese cities that still have an abundance of pre-war buildings, such as the tra- 
ditional townhouses known as machiya However, modernization is continually breaking down the traditional archi- 
tecture of Kyoto in favour of newer architecture, replacing it with complexes such as the Kyoto Station Complex 

( which we marvelled at) 


Kyoto is located in a valley, part of the Yamashiro (or Kyoto) Basin, in the eastern part of the mountainous 
region known as the Tamba highlands. The Yamashiro Basin is surrounded on three sides by mountains 
known as Higashiyama, Kitayama and Nishiyama, with a height just above 1,000 metres (3,281 ft) above 
sea level. This interior positioning results in hot summers and cold winters. The original city was arranged 
in accordance with traditional Chinese feng shui being on the west while Sakyo (the left sector) is on the 
east. The streets in the modern-day wards of Nakagyo Shimogyod and Kamigyo-ku still follow a grid 
pattern. 

Today, the main business district is located to the south of the old Imperial Palace with the less-populated 
northern area retaining a far greener feel. Surrounding areas do not follow the same grid pattern as the 
centre of the city, though streets throughout Kyoto share the distinction of having names(which we found 
very helpful) 

Kyoto sits atop a large natural water table that provides the city with ample freshwater wells. Due to 
large-scale urbanization, the amount of rain draining into the table is dwindling and wells across the area 
are drying at an increasing rate. 

Historically, Kyoto was the largest city in Japan, it is now the gv largest 

Climate 


Kyoto has a humid subtropical humid subtropical climate featuring a marked seasonal variation in tem- 
perature and precipitation. Summers are hot and humid, but winters are relatively cold with occasional 
snowfall. Kyoto's rain season begins around the middle of June and lasts until the end of July, yielding to a 
hot and sunny latter half of the summer. Kyoto, along with most of the Pacific coast and central areas of 
Japan is prone to typhoons during September and October. 


We found delightful streets and worked out a route to the foothills below the steep climb up and this is 
where the large number of temples are situated. Lines of coaches were everywhere but when we walked 
round the temple area and graveyards we did not see many people and it was evident that the parties 
kept to a well organised route so we were fortunate in doing this our way. We removed our shoes as re- 
quested a peered into the very ornate temples and many had large (some very large) bells in wooden 
housing outside. The garden areas were very peaceful. Making our way back as we threaded our way 
past the Modern art Museum we were stopped by 5 youngsters from the first year uni. and high school 
wanting to practise their English. They were a pleasure to 
chat to and a lecturer who came up to us to gu “take a group 


photo promised to email me this copy 
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As we studied the map we were often guided on our way with smiles and a delightful friendliness. 


We got back to the hotel very tired by around 3.30pm having walked since 10.00ish in the morning and 
had a rest to refresh us for more forays into Kyoto 
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We decided to find a different style of place to have our evening meal tonight and locally to the hotel we chanced on a small 
kobi beef restaurant. We had marvelled at the slices of marvelled kobi beef on display in various markets 
and shops and had wanted to try it in Japan where it originated rather than London. We were shown to a 
small booth and a bowl of salad was given to us with a bowl of dip each plus what | thought was a small 
piece of tofu to dip in the sauce. We were surprised that only one piece of tofu was offered for the two of 
us. It tasted horrible so we did not eat it. They then lit the small recessed gas burner set into our table and 
explained by gestures etc that the plates of raw beef should be cooked on the grill which should be 
greased with the lump of fat in the bowl (and | had tried to eat it..... whoops) 


Lynn had a bowl of delicious beef soup with seaweed and raw egg (which we shared). 


| looked at the page of offal (which | love) and decided to order one that | had never had....second big mis- 
take. | ordered trachea. Yes, it was as awful as it sounds. A plate of totally indigestible gristle and bones 
which | tried to cook but it could not be digested. | even asked via the translator app if | was cooking it 
right as it was so hard and it was explained that the texture was what people enjoyed...| have my doubts. 


Lynn had a large glass of potato beer on ice and it tasted pretty alcoholic but probably Lynn had had it 
twice...the first and the last time. 


This proved to be the only disappointing meal we had in our entire time in Japan even a total lack of at- 
mosphere and an indifferent owner, but we feel it was a bad choice of restaurant rather than a bad 
choice of dishes. Shame but we were so lucky with all our other choices. 


As the desserts were nothing special we decided to take a walk through the streets and look for a sweet 
dessert. We found a small shop in the main street where we had iced coffees and an iced smoothie sitting 
outside watching people walking past. It had cooled very slightly but was still pretty humid. 


On the way back to the hotel we undertook the important task of locating a local launderette to avoid 
packing dirty clothes with the small cases in mind. It is an exercise in efficiency packing for the long jour- 
neys to avoid carrying extra bags...but we are succeeding. 


Back in our room we relaxed with cold drinks and iced fruit to plan some train excursions from Kyoto to 
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various places that sounded interesting. Shortlisting a few we will go to the JP ticket office in Kyoto by 
subway and get the tickets in one hit so we will get timetables etc to make sure it all works. 


One of the trips is to Kobi where we hope to get the ferry across to Shodo Island (not to be confused with 
Sado Island where we stayed earlier). This will all take considerable planning in order to get back to Kyoto 
where we are based but this is half the fun of the holiday and has allowed us to see so much already...and 
accomplish what we set out to do...to see the real Japan. In fact when we chatted to the students earlier 
they were asking where we had been and all professed amazement as we have seen more of Japan since 
we have been here than they have seen in their whole lives. 


Sunday 25" June 2017 (Train trip Kyoto to Himeji) 


We slept really well after another exhausting day and felt a distinctive tremor in our room in the early 
morning but no-one seemed fazed by it. | notice a small comment in The Japan Times that it was force 6 
about 10kms below the surface and had dislodged a mirror in one flat and trapped an old lady when a 
table fell on her leg. Two Shinkansen trains came to emergency stops disrupting their exacting timetable 
for lots of travellers ....so very much an everyday occurrence in Japan. We decided to get the local subway 
from Shizo Station round the corner from our hotel here in Kyoto to Kyoto main station. This is a fantastic 
futuristic station of gigantic proportions and seems to function really efficiently as a major hub. 


Checking into the JR office we discovered (so they informed us) that the Shinkansen route | had planned 
was not available from Kyoto direct to Kobe. We had decided to visit Kobe on a whim as that was where 
we had originally planned to get the ferry to Shodo Island (prior to cancelling that leg of the trip). The girl 
we spoke to suggested the fast transit train direct to Kobe instead so as we hadn’t used that type of train 
yet we agreed to try it. It was a commuter-style train that only stopped at selected stations (including Ko- 
be). It was packed and we had to stand for part of the hour-long journey but as we passed through that 
part of the country it did not look madly exciting so we decided to remain on the train and go the extra 
three stops to Himeji which was also a selected destination of ours. Our reasoning was that we would 
stay at Himeji a while and then visit Kobe on the return trip if we had time. 


It was a great decision because Himeji was such a great place to visit. On the train we chatted to an old 
lady visiting her 95 year old mother in Himeji and she had lived in the area all her life. She came up to us 
again in the station to see if she could help us. As we got out of the large modern station we found lots of 
very fashionable stores with counters of foods, cakes, watches and lovely fashions. We enjoyed a meal of 
stir fried food with bamboo baskets of steamed pork dumplings and a honey ginger soda...Far too much 
but it all looked so good. 


The people, especially the young girls, are really attractively dressed, a complete lack of jeans and all 
seem really well turned out and quiet and smiley. The men seem more serious and again are all well 
dressed with noticeable crisp smart shirts and lots of suits in evidence. Looking out of the large station 
concourse we saw a very straight wide main road, tree-lined leading to the famous castle high on the hill 
overlooking the town. It was a tourist mecca without being spoilt with tourist rubbish as it seemed to be a 
thriving modern town. back to Kyoto where we are based but this is half the fun of the holiday and has 
allowed us to see so much already...and accomplish what we set out to do...to see the real Japan. In fact 
when we chatted to the students earlier they were asking where we had been and all professed amaze- 


ment as we have seen more of Japan since we have been here than they have seen in their whole lives. 
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Kyoto Station..fascinating 
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Himeji Castle as World Cultural Heritage and National Treasure 
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Himeji Caste along With Hryuj Temple has been registered as Word Culural Hertage fr he fist me in pan bythe UNESOO (Uned Nations 
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Kokoen Japanese Tralional Garden onthe Former Site ofthe Feudal Lords West Residence(Himejjo Nishi-Oyashi 
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Kokoen is composed of nine Japanese traditional gardens in the Chisen- 
kaiyu style (strolling landscape gardens) commanding Himeji Castle. 
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Photo History 
It was very hot again and pretty humid but overcast but this time we were prepared and were wear- 
ing waterproofs plus Lynn’s Japanese brolley (made in China!) 


The castle towered ahead of us and looked like a real life very large Disney castle all white and with 
shaped Japanese tiled roofs. All round it were trees beautifully pruned...a feature of Japan that we have 
come to love. Crossing the moat we entered through beautiful gates and took a side walk round the peo- 
ny garden where we rested for a while as the humidity was really tiring. We then continued along the 
paths towards the castle itself but as ‘doing the tourist trip’ rather than queuing to go into the castle is 
not really our thing we opted to visit the Koko-Gardens off to one side of the large castle grounds. These 
were outstanding and made a real impression on us both. 


There are thirteen different gardens continuing naturally from one to the next: 


The biggest garden with about 250 large carp in the ponds with waterfalls and everything we had hoped 
to see in a traditional Japanese garden. This led to: 


A tea and lunch restaurant which we actually passed by ..without eating !! 

We went over a red roofed passage which had delicate enchanting views all round of ponds , waterfalls 
and small trees and bushes. 

There was a Japanese traditional guest house 

This was a nursery area called the garden of seedlings and some of the small water areas had fabulous 
lilies which we had never seen before with lovely leaves and splendid flowers and seed-heads 

From here we entered a the tea ceremony garden with different season plantings 

Entering the tea-ceremony house a geishas served us with a most delicious sweet and sitting 
(uncomfortably) cross-legged on the tatami (the Japanese mats) we had the tea ceremony explained to us 
and enjoyed the green powdered tea in the special bowls. The geisha was charming and we met her in 
town later and had a chat to her. This was quite special and the setting in the tea house was so atmos- 
pheric and the smells reminded us of the ryokan we stayed in on Sado Island..maybe it is the wood 

We then went into a country-style natural garden called the flatly landscaped garden 

This led into the garden of summer trees where the castle was visible from the arbor 

The garden of pine trees was next and we actually saw a Japanese-pruned style version of our lovely Scots 
Pine from our home garden. 

The garden of flowers was possibly between seasons because it was lovely but not colourful as it must be 
at different times of the year. 

A traditional garden followed, called garden with a hill and pond and was superb. 

The garden of bamboo was lovely but obviously it had still to mature and we have seen more splendid 
bamboos in the wild in other areas of Japan. Dark and dense in the wild 


| have probably gone into too much detail here but it was possibly the most perfect garden complex we 
have ever seen and to top it all as we left the exit the heavens opened up and justified our forethought in 
wearing our waterproofs for the walk back to the station. A great act of kindness in the station was when 
we asked for the correct platform for the fast transit back to Kyoto the assistant said there was a Shinkan- 
sen (directly back to Kyoto just as | had calculated) which departed in 4 minutes . She actually ran with us 
through the station up escalators and onto the platform just as it came in...wow.. We were so enchanted 
by her thoughtfulness. 
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YASHIKt-ATO-GARDEN 


OKO-EN 


Adjacent to Himeji Castle 
were these wonderful 11 
interconnecting gardens 


which were a total delight | 


Photo History 


Under 1 hour of luxury in reserved seats followed by two stops on the subway and a two minute 


walk made a great ending to the day. 


Checking my emails | got a lovely photo from the teacher we met with the students by the shrine yesterday with this message 


Hello! I'm attaching the photo | took near Heian Shrine in Kyoto. Thank you very much for your talking with our stu- 
dents yesterday.I|'m a staff of university and an adviser of club activity named "ESS"which is short for English Speaking Socie- 
ty. Yesterday | came to Heian Shrine to meet foreign tourists in order topractice English conversation with 8 university students 
and 11 highschool students. Thank you very much for your kind cooperation.| hope you keep enjoy Kyoto and Japan 


With best regards, 
Kyoko Yamamura 


Osaka International Universtiy 


Things like this make our Japan trip so individual and so special... 


Monday 26" June 2017 (Around Kyoto) 


The great thing about these lavish breakfasts is that all the variety of foods has the Japanese and 
the English names by them so where we are keen to try a dish we can sample a small amount knowing 
what it is | have ventured into the unknown and Lynn had an almond pudding with fresh fruit amongst 


other foods 


We navigated our way to the Kyoto City Hall where there was supposed to be a large flea market 
today but, for some unknown reason, it was not on so we made our way through the very hot streets to 
Kyoto Station. We marvelled at its architecture and took lots of escalators to the extremely high roof 
garden — the Happy Terrace. | guess one would only be happy here if you had a good head for heights. It 
was fascinating and apparently quite a secret amongst tourists and locals. We just happened to see a 


small Japan Guide mention of the sky walk above the station hall. 


Our objective was to see if we could get to Mount Fuji area but this is actually closer to Tokyo than Kyo- 
to. After a lot of research we made a decision where to go and see what happens when we get there. The 
main problem is that it can be seen from miles around so one has to select a destination that suits ones 
starting location. We tried to use only our pre-paid pass trains so that made it a bit more difficult. It ap- 
pears to be over 5 hours away so we worked out the train logistics and also sought the JR staff help, 
getting a series of return tickets. We will be making an early start and hope it works. While we were 
there we also booked for a train trip to Ise which we had researched and sounded very different. Trouble 
is that all our destinations are off the tourist routes so take a lot of research 
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Photo History 


SSBB eneae, 


| make no apologies for constantly mentioning Kyoto Sta- 
tion because we both found it fascinating. A series of 


connecting escalators took us to the very top where 


there was a ‘Happy Terrace’ and a little-known sky walk 


Opened in 1997 to celebrate the 1,200th an- 
niversary of the foundation of Kyoto (Heian- 
kyo) as the capital of Japan, the 15-story, 
glass-plated gray monolith, designed by Hiro- 
shi Hara, certainly has its critics. Lynn and | 
certainly don't share this view Alex Kerr lam- 
basted the new Kyoto Station in his book as 
an eyesore and the reason he finally packed 
his bags and left the Kansai area. 


| across the station roof. 
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Happy Terrace 
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4236 yen (£29.00) was all it cost 
to send our two cases and 1 bag 


Photo History 


from Kyoto to Tokyo) and it was 
a brilliant service 


A great idea hit us today, namely that when we are in the Kiso Valley where it is pretty basic traditional 
accommodation added to a difficult journey in getting there the last thing we want are our two heavy full 
cases So we have arranged for them to be sent by a well recommended Japanese courier service that spe- 
cialises in sending cases without the owners and is apparently reasonably priced and efficient. We ar- 
ranged this with our bell captain after checking on line as to its feasibility. She phoned our next hotel (in 
Tokyo) and filled in all the paperwork so (theoretically) all we do when we depart is leave the cases with 
this hotel and just take our backpack plus canvas fold-up bag. Yipee!!! 


We wandered through the below-ground shopping malls (The Cube) which again were splendid and then 
looked through Setan the gigantic department store (11 floors) attached to the station. 


As the weather was so heavy we went back to our hotel via the subway for a rest and freshen up. 


Then it was fun time...launderette. We had located one just down the road from the hotel but just got 
there too late to find an empty machine so as people eat early we decided to get an evening meal and 
took the bag of washing for a trip with us. Off the main street we found a massively long covered market 
area with a combination of shops, cafes, and designer shops...a real buzzy area. Looking forward to a new 
eating experience we saw a local small restaurant where we could see from outside that the chef was 
barbecuing something. We couldn’t see what it was but when we saw the menu it all became clear. It 
was the local Japanese eel café..Eel in every shape and size. Pools of eels and barrels of running water 
with more eels. Eel liver soup — eel set meals — eel under omelette on rice — eel stewed with onion — Lynn 
was pretty gutted...she is not an eel fan. Luckily | found a barbequed chicken and rice dish with miso soup 
and pickles for her. In fact what we both had was really tasty and the place was great...bet not many non- 
Japanese eat here. 


Luckily we found our way back through the crowded narrow backstreets full of bars, small restaurants 
and a maze but luckily we recognise a few landmarks so that helped our route back 


Another great but tiring and hot day 
Tuesday 27" June 2017 (Maibara) 


Today was the second of the of the three days where we have bought JR train tickets to fairly off the 


beaten track locations which have taken a bit of research to get to but well worth the effort so far. Today 
our destination was Maibara based on one photo we had seen showing a serene lake. We got a Shinkan- 
sen Kodama to Maibara and then a very quiet local train the two stops to a small deserted town. It was 
only a twenty minute journey from the bustling Kyoto but the countryside was totally different to Kyoto. 
We travelled through small field with small houses and some paddy fields and many densely-wooded hills 
all around the plains. 


As no lake was evident when we left the small station we went into a modern hotel and the three de- 
lightful staff explained the lake was probably too far to walk to so we should get another small local train. 
This was only two stops and was almost empty . (When we asked about buses they laughed) 
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Photo History 
The best eel meal we had in Japan 
Come to that it was also the ONLY 
eel meal we had in Japan 

en 


Chawanmushi__600yen 


Steamed egg (Eel, Chicken, Mushroom, 
Yurine [nuts], Kamaboko [boiled fish paste]). 


Umaki__900yen 
This Wrapped a Eel by egg. 


ramachi/SanJjo 


— ‘ a The History and Origin of Teramachi Street — 
SaanES So 


This marks the Intersection of Teramachi street. and SanJjo street 
xtending from the former Tokaido road. and has been an area in full flourish 
‘¢ the Momoyama period (late 16th c.- early 17th c.) The present SanJo 
reet roughly corresponds to the SanJo oji (large street) of Helan-kyo 
Kyoto's title as capital during the Helan period, late 8th c. - late 12th 
), and was regarded as a road important In leading toward the eastern and 
western regions of Japan 
Teramachi street roughly corresponds to the Higashi Kyogoku ojJi of 
Helan-kyo that ran north and south. During the medieval period, the prosperity 
‘of Higashi Kyogoku oJi waned because of the war, but the great reconstruction 
of Kyoto began In 1590 guided by Toyotomi Hideyoshi (military and political 
Jeader), through which the roads were repaired and renewed. Numerous temples, 
| most of which were dispersed in the city of Kyoto. were mandatorily moved 
) onto the east side of the street, whereupon it was named Teramachi which 
) literally means “temple street.” “tts west side has come to be filled with a 
long row of shops, making and/or selling a variety of things such as Buddhist 
rosaries, Buddhist memorial tablets, tombstones, sculptures of Buddhist 
Images, books. writing brushes, musical instruments. dolls. 
bainiting/calliaraphy mountings, folding fans, face powder, etc. These shops 


specializing in religious, stationery and accessory goods have attracted many 
people. 
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